INDIGENOUS PRESENCES AND NATIONAL NARRATIVES IN AUSTRALASIAN MUSEUMS

This paper takes up the much debated issue of the entry of indigenous artifacts and art into western museums and galleries. I try to see this in a new way by suggesting that the . Vecontextualization' involved is not necessarily bad. Putting indigenous and western pieces together does not necessarily impose a universal aesthetic; it may rather draw attention to the incommensurable differences between things, and the history that lies behind such differences.
It's become something of an axiom in Perhaps I can make this clearer by drawing attention to another sort of apparent decontextualization' that's very familiar.
We often see racks of disembodied clothes and footless shoes, together with many other objects isolated from their functions, in department stores and other shops. Although there are some analogies between the presentation of these commodities and the exhibition of museum specimens, the objects don't seem strangely isolated, because we know that they're being displayed for sale. At other levels, they are there to Make class and subcultural distinctions visible in material form; and they could be seen, ideally, to empower consumers by enabling them to imagine themselves variously in the terms suggested by fashionable clothes, books, health foods, or exercise equipment. Arrays of things in the market may thus be abstracted from their most obvious and specific uses, but in fact they do all kinds of things; perhaps most importantly, they teach us not only to desire specific objects, but to invest our efforts of self-definition in that desire.
By the same token, museum objects may be removed from their primary intended uses-the mask floats headlessly, the jug is sadly without wine-but they are nevertheless making themselves useful, busily and perhaps in too many ways.
The context is quite different to that of the market, but also similar to it, in the sense that objects have specific meanings, but also more general and implicit effects, As he wrote, It is not contended that aboriginal art equals the abstract and imaginative qualities, or the richness of design, of the art of many other primitive peoples, nor that it approaches the magnificence of the art of the classical civilizations, but it may be claimed that the variety and simplicity of the wide range of motifs and equally numerous techniques... give it a character sufficiently distinctive to identify it with the people, and for this reason it may be said to represent a definite phase of art in Australia. Adapted with intelligence and taste, aboriginal art can make a unique contribution to modern Australian craft work... In addition, the myths and legends, daily life and art motifs, form an inspiration that may give rise to a national decorative element in Australian architecture. 
